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This new book on Egyptian mathematics is quite different from everything published so far on the
subject. Leaving out the tables and technical details of calculations, it concentrates on mathematical
problem texts and analyzes the algorithms found therein by means of a new method introduced by James
Ritter (1989). Imhausen refines the method slightly and uses it to analyze the solutions of all known
problem texts. The problems stem from the Rhind, Moscow, Lahun, and Berlin papyri and two ostraca.
All known Egyptian mathematical problem texts are collected and presented in a very useful Appendix
(pp. 193–363). Here the author transcribes the hieratic texts into hieroglyphic texts, transliterates them
into Egyptian, and translates them into German. The reproductions of the problems are clearly arranged,
and the author is very careful and accurate with respect to language and order in the original texts.
The book starts with an adequate historiography of old Egyptian mathematics and concludes with a
section in which Imhausen discusses the failures (or omissions) in earlier treatments of ancient Egyptian
mathematical texts. The author concludes that (1) by focusing on the mathematical content of the
problems, the structure of the texts has been neglected, and (2) the cultural framework of the mathematical
texts—including the administrative aspects of scribe training—has hardly been taken into account.
Imhausen divides the problems into three groups according to their content: problems for the
acquisition of basic mathematical techniques, mathematical exercises for administration, and calculation
of construction elements. Having proposed her classification of the different types of problems, she
embeds the groups of practical problems in their backgrounds. Each group is introduced by a discussion
of its connection to everyday life and practical skills, making use of a variety of sources (different types
of texts, iconographic evidence), along with questions of terminology.
The success of this approach is evident in comments on the Moscow papyrus, No. 23 (pp. 150–154).
From texts and pictures concerning the treatment of leather, two steps in the production of sandals become
apparent; the same steps can be identified in Problem 23, leading to a convincing interpretation.
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rhetorical, and algorithmic. Similar characterizations have been given before; what is new here is the
complete renunciation of algebraic equations in presenting the content of a problem and its solution.
Instead, arithmetic features are illustrated by means of diagrams showing the sequence of instructions
or operations which lead to their solution. The different diagrams allow an easy comparison of the
corresponding problems and their solutions. In the first part of the book, each one of the 100+
mathematical problems in the Appendix is treated carefully within its proper group or subgroup: the steps
of algorithms are presented in diagrams followed by comprehensive commentary. Finally, the different
diagrams within each group are compared.
To a reader who is used to working directly on texts, in order to understand and reproduce the
calculation method, this approach seems quite awkward at first. The close connection between calculation
techniques and algorithmic strategy seems to be lost. An example will make this clearer. The methods
used for solving the Rhind papyrus Problems 21 and 26 can be seen as being separate parts of
the technique for performing an involved division. But which came first, the methods of calculation
or the steps of the discursive algorithm? I assume that the practices of multiplication and division
were developed first, and later the different techniques of calculation were formulated in arithmetic
instructions.
But it must be admitted that Imhausen gains much more than she loses. Her way of describing
the problems opens one’s eyes to a new and deeper way of understanding the procedures and their
interconnections.
There are very few printing errors, most of which are obvious. The following four misprints are
exceptions to the rule:
(1) On p. 44, where the scheme of division is explained (a1), we should read: (a1) 2 + 4 + 8 + 4 times
1 3 2 7 = 32 2 + 28 + 14 + 7 + 8 28.
(2) On p. 102, instead of (3′) (3) + (2) [1 + 11 = 12], read (3′) (3) + (2) [6 2 + 5 2 = 12]; analogously,
(3′′) should read [12 + 5 2 = 17 2], and (3′′′) should read [17 2 + 5 2 = 23].
(3) On p. 217, line 2, read 228 instead of 248 (contrary to Imhausen, p. 45, I do not see any omission in
the latter problem).
(4) The pyramid figures in the Rhind papyrus 59 (p. 264) and 60 (p. 266) are the same.
The book is written for Egyptologists as well as for historians of mathematics, providing enough
background knowledge to make it understandable for both groups. However, more information or
guidance would be required for someone wishing to understand the techniques of calculation in detail, for
example, the operation of division schemes and the so-called “red” auxiliary numbers. Such information
can be found in any book on Egyptian mathematics.
The book has a twofold aim: to present Egyptian mathematics within its cultural environment, and
to analyze the structure of problem-solving in a new way. This is accomplished with great success.
Imhausen explains the problems adequately and shows that the exercises were not merely inspired by
everyday life, but were in fact the basic tools by means of which the scribe managed his duties. She
also shows that the exercises in the Rhind papyrus are grouped according to content and arranged in
order of increasing complexity. The book contains a new and very competent edition of all problem
texts; it features a comprehensive bibliography and indexes of subjects, Egyptian words, and sources.
230 Reviews / Historia Mathematica 31 (2004) 222–230I can only congratulate Annette Imhausen on her work and strongly recommend her book on Ägyptische
Algorithmen.
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